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ADVOCACY

By Gina Quintana

When | looked up the term advocacy in education on one of my favorite search
engines, this is what | came up with from Wrightslaw.org:

“This term refers to the role parents or guardians play in developing and monitoring their
child's educational program. Advocating for your child means knowing what rights are assured
you by the law and actively participating in the decision-making process to ensure that the
services are delivered in line with your goals for your child's development and education.”

Parents are the biggest advocates for their child in everything from education to medical
issues. Itis up to parents to speak up for their children who can not speak up for themselves.
Whether its attendance at Individual Education Program (IEP) meetings, parent conferences,
keeping the lines of communication open whether it's a phone call, email, or back and forth
communication notebook.

| have been to IEP meetings that have lasted a long as an hour and to those that are 6-8 hours
long—qgranted on different days, but 8 hours is a long time for a meeting! In this newsletter, |
have included articles on Advocacy and Strategies for a Successful IEP Meeting, as well as
several websites, locally and nationally. | hope that you find them valuable resources as you
journey through the land of Advocacy!
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A Parent’s View on Advocacy

By Karen Roberts,
Family Specialist and Advocate for Ben

We begin advocating for our child from the moment he or she is born.
Every parent must be a voice for their child but it is essential for those of
us parenting a child with a disability. We start a lifetime of advocacy at
our child’s birth or diagnosis and oftentimes all we have to rely on is our
natural instincts. Instincts raw and numbed by the information we are
being asked to process. We are immediately plunged into a world we
know little about and are little prepared for. And because our child’s
needs are “different,” and often quite extreme, a lot can rest on our skills
as an effective advocate. By necessity these skills evolve and as we get to know our child better,
and his or her needs, we learn the systems. Some of us find ourselves in very adversarial positions
that may be unnatural to us. But when our child and his needs are at stake we are forced to learn a
lot quickly—we learn that information is power, that there is strength in numbers, that we need to
build alliances and relationships with certain people, that collaboration is powerful and networking
with other parents beneficial, that patience can pay off, good communication is essential and
building trust with professionals may take time and patience but can be worth it.  But there are
sleepless nights, tears and heartache along the way. We need to tap into the coping skills we’'ve
also been forced to learn, lean on our support systems, and remember that for many of us we are
dealing with lifelong issues that require the endurance of a marathon runner, not the bursts of
energy of a sprinter. So we need to choose our issues, decide what matters most, and surround
ourselves with resources of support—here are stories from parents willing to share their
experiences and what they have learned about being effective advocates for their child.

Karen shares another family’s story...

“I have finally accepted the fact that | need to ask for lots of help to raise my child. It is truly
impossible to do it alone. Through the years | have gotten to know the people that make the
difference—from the name of the scheduler in the audiologist’s office, the maintenance person that
can fix the ADA approved swing on the school playground, the voice on the telephone that does
outside referrals at our HMO, the advice nurse in pediatrics, the delivery guys for our home
healthcare agencies, every person on my child’s IEP team, the school principal, the director of
special education...l have a book with many names and numbers in it. | keep track of who | talked
to and when—because it often takes more phone calls to get something done. Sometimes it angers
me when | don't get calls back—don't these people realize they are part of a delicate web of
supports necessary to my daughter’'s existence? And one of dozens of calls | need to make and
resolve...I try to stay calm because it certainly doesn’'t help anyone when my stress level escalates.
So | remind myself they are all human, occasionally | play the controlled anger card—my child
depends on the delivery of her formula for her nutrition and we needed it yesterday... but | only do
that when | have to and it really is an emergency. | have found that being polite but forceful pays
off—I received a free months worth of formula last year when there were delivery problems. | talk
to the people we depend on about their families and their lives. | realize they can also be frustrated
by a system that can be slow and cumbersome. When we can’t agree we look for compromise
together—I choose my battles and am so patient it used to kill me. But | have found through the
years that burning bridges does not help my child. | get lots of information ahead of time — I've
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found the Parent to Parent (P2P) listserv can be very helpful when |
need information and advice from other parents. | have asked about
specific professionals and resources on the listserv. But | always form
my own opinion about the person or organization. It is hard to need to
depend on so many people and their effectiveness at their jobs. | am

huge on thank you notes. | try to do things around the school that .
benefits all children—which can be hard because my child’s needs take

up 90 percent of my time. But if there is a school book fair or :
something | can help at where | can show my face—I try to do it. If I'm

asked to help I will because | know I'll need the favor returned. I try to

focus on the positive, keep my humor, and build as much trust and

communication as possible around the needs of my child. | guess this

is the most effective way in which | advocate for my child and her

needs. | always assume good intentions as well as practice good

communication, plenty of humor, patience, gratitude, respect for professionals and knowing the right
people to get things done.”

ea Advocacy: ii

. "to speak or write in support of ... ;
»another’s cause or in support of something." :

The Colorado Services for Children with Combined Vision and Hear-
ing Loss Project is part of the Colorado Department of Education.
This project is supported by Grant #H326€030022 from the U.S.
Department of Education. This newsletter was produced and dis-
tributed pursuant to the grant. Points of view do not necessarily
represent CDE positions or policies. Mention of trade names, com-

mercial products, or organizations does not imply endorsement by |
o U8, Office of Specaal

the U.S. Government. The newsletter is published three times a :

year. Requests to be placed on the mailing list should be mailed to  auicalion Programs

Jennifer Dinges, CDE, 201 East Colfax Avenue, Denver, CO 80203. This newsletter was

prepared primarily by Gina Quintana with a little help from Tanni Anthony. Thanks to all of

the guest contributors.
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A Mother's "TO DO" List:

1. Start Dinner
2. Change the World
3. Do the Laundry

By Janet DesGeorges

This article is dedicated to Jane Miller, the first parent who taught me to speak up!

Do you have time for "advocacy" in your schedule? When my child with special needs
was born, the journey our family embarked on was a very personal one at first. The
identification of hearing loss in our daughter thrust us into a system which we were
forced to navigate with no previous life experience. We needed to make choices for
our daughters' therapies, education, funding issues, and medical interventions. We
needed to learn how to differentiate between professional opinion and facts. We were
only concerned with the specific choices we as parents needed to make for OUR
daughter, and were not even thinking about the "system" which was in place in our
community and state, except how it related to the services our family needed.

As time went on, however, an interesting thing started to happen. | had the
opportunity to start talking to other parents of children with special needs. In our
conversations, | realized some of the obstacles we had encountered with our
daughter in the "system", were exactly the same obstacles which other families were
facing. | also realized that other families were able to advocate for their own children
and get some services which | didn't think were possible. Advocacy skills began to
grow in my life as | watched other parents "push” the system on behalf of their own
children. 1 began to meet advocates in our community who were "pushing™ the
system, not only on behalf of their own child, but on behalf of all children! What a
concept!

A great example of advocates in our community who are "changing the world", are
Bruce Goguen and his wife Robin Buldac, who have been recently acknowledged by
the Daily Camera's Pacesetter Awards in the quality of life category for their work
helping people with disabilities. Bruce and Robin are the directors of Statewide
services for United Cerebral Palsy (UCP), in addition to their involvement with other
local community organizations which support people with disabilities. Robin, who's
journey of advocacy started when she had to fight to get her own daughter, who has
Down's Syndrome, into her public school system, has since worked on policy
legislation which has changed the lives of thousands of families. Bruce and Robin are
shining examples of the influence parents can have in a "system". There are dozens
of parents in our community who are working on behalf of not only their own
children, but advocating on behalf of other parents and children as well.
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We often think of parent-to-parent support fulfilling
only one need, a vehicle for emotional support from
"one who has been there". While emotional support
/ ’J we as parents give to one another is absolutely
essential and life-giving, what happens when a group

N of parents get together can extend far beyond that.

We as parents share some common threads in our
experiences: A lifetime commitment to our children, A

parent's unconditional love, the ability to see our child

as a "child"- not a disability, and the right and

responsibility to choose what we feel is best for our
Yes, we all lead very busy lives, and the time constraints of a parent who has a child
with special needs can be especially stressful. But advocacy, whether for your own
child, or on behalf of the "system" is a fact of life for parents. Get empowered from
other parents! When parents get together, good things happen!

child. Coming together as a group builds strength and
confidence in our rights to speak out on behalf of our
children!

SN CRWLD WA
Janet DesGeorges is the mother of three children and lives in Boulder.
Janet is a member of Boulder County Spokespeople, a support/advocacy
organization for families of children with special needs. Janet is also the
current President of Colorado Families for Hands & Voices, a statewide

parent organization supporting families of children who are deaf or hard
of hearing.

This article was reprinted in its entirety with permission from Hands &
Voices ©2005 For more information about Hands & Voices, please go to
www.handsandvoices.org.
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lan’s Hot Tips for IEP Meetings

By lan Wattlington

Educational Advocate, Self-Advocate

1. Arrange the table and chairs in a circular formation so all participants can
see each other. In addition, sitting in a circle tends to relax the environ-
ment and put people on an equal plane.

2. Call a day prior to confirm meeting time and place. This shows you’re
down-right serious for this meeting.

3. Come with file folders or binder with your child’s records. The more pro-
fessional looking the better. For better or worse, the way you present
yourself and your materials also sends signals to others in the meeting.
Ideally, you want to have a commanding presence in the meeting and pro-
fessional utensils can certainly help.

4. Organize an outline of what you see as the key issues of the meeting and
main points and concerns to plan around. Make enough copies of this out-
line for all at the meeting. This document gives you and the others a vis-
ual and can allow you to bring the meeting back into focus.

5. Bring something visual or tangible that symbolizes a product of your
child’s success. For example, art project, photos, read a passage from a
book showing growth in reading, a video of a milestone at home. Also,
make a brief list of other positive steps or items about your child, and as |
said before, make enough copies for all in attendance.

The point of these exercises is to reinforce the notion that the meeting
should be focused on the idea of success, what our child can do. Too often
the meetings revolve on the child’s deficits, not his/her strengths and abili-
ties; therefore, the visual aid and the list can be used to bring the meeting
back to capacity and success.
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Parent Advocacy:
What You Should Do . . . and Not Do

by Leslie Seid Margolis, Esq.

What Parents Should Do

1. Prepare for Meetings

You should treat the IEP meeting as if it is the first step towards a due process hearing by preparing for
the meeting and building a record. If you do this, you make it less likely that you will end up at a due
process hearing. If you do end up at a hearing, you will be in a stronger position.

2. Prioritize Your Child's Needs

Everything you want for your child is not equally important. Make a list of what your child really needs,
what you want for your child (but may be willing to compromise on), and what would be nice to have
but that you would definitely be willing to give up.

Think about the evidence you have to support each requested item (i.e., reports, assessments, experts,
other documents). If you prioritize your issues and have facts and evidence that support what you want,
it is more likely that you will be taken seriously.

3. Build Good Relationships

Develop positive relationships with school personnel, to the greatest extent possible. Ask questions. Ask
your child's team to explain things you do not understand.

Take the high road. As hard as this may be to do, being polite and courteous is always better than being
rude and nasty. If a meeting is deteriorating with nasty comments or behavior from any team member,
ask for a break or ask that the meeting be continued to a later date and time.

Good relationships with school personnel and central office staff to the extent possible, will generally en-
sure that issues you bring up will be taken seriously.

4. Document Issues & Concerns

Ask that items and issues you feel strongly about be documented in the meeting summary or notes. Re-
view the summary before you leave the meeting. Know your rights about amending your child’s records.

5. Use Advocacy Strategies

Use advocacy strategies. Meetings do not have to be drawn out to the point of battle. For example, if the
team cannot reach an agreement about the type or amount of service, suggest that the issue be tabled
in order to obtain additional information from consultation or conversations between your child’s private
therapist (if there is one) and the school therapist.

Rather than immediately asking for an independent assessment, disputes can sometimes be resolved by
asking that an assessment be conducted by a school district evaluator who does not know your child.
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What Parents Should Not Do

1. Complain Loudly & Often

Parents should not complain about every issue that comes up over the course of their child’s school
life. This is the equivalent of crying wolf, and ensures that when a serious issue does arise, you will not
be taken seriously. This is because you are expending the same amount of complaint energy on the
serious issue as you expended on trivial issues.

2. Assume the Worst

Parents should not assume that the school district is out to get their child and deny services. While the
reality is that the school district is a bureaucracy with its own interests to protect, most individuals in
the district enter the field because they care about children.

While you need to enter the special education process with knowledge to protect your child’s rights,
you should treat the professionals with whom you deal as if those professionals have your child’s best
interests at heart.

3. Have a Closed Mind

You need to be have an open mind at IEP meetings. If your child's team proposes a placement with
which you disagree, do not dismiss it, or refuse to observe it, or refuse to consider it. This is especially
true if you may challenge the appropriateness of the proposed placement.

Again, the IEP meeting is important for record-building purposes. If the case goes to a due process
hearing, it is important that you present as a cooperative person who thoughtfully considered the
team’s program, personally observed the program, and can explain why you believe the program does
not meet your child’s needs.

4. Stint on Experts

Do not try to save money by stinting on experts. You need to find experts who can provide sound pro-
fessional opinions and evidence. Experts are critical to successful cases, especially if parents are unrep-
resented.

If you truly cannot find experts, either through your children’s medical service providers or otherwise,
you need to think about how to use supportive (or even hostile) school personnel to your advantage.

About the Author

Leslie Seid Margolis, Esq. is a managing attorney with the Maryland Disability Law Center (MDLC), a
private, non-profit organization staffed by attorneys and paralegals. MDLC is the Protection and Advo-
cacy organization for Maryland.

a“r,

Contact Info Ty

Leslie Margolis, Esq. ] ‘- A
Maryland Disability Law Center .._ ’

1800 North Charles Street, 4th Floor

Baltimore, Maryland 21201

Phone: 410-727-6352 or 800 233-7201 (only within Maryland)
Fax: 410-727-6389

TDD: 410-727-6387

Reprinted with permission from Wrightslaw.com
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SUCCESSFUL MEETING PLANNING SHEET

For successful school, medical, and agency meetings — form by Upward Communications.

Meeting Name and Agency:

Meeting Attendees and Titles:

Meeting Date: Time: Location:

What | need to do before the meeting:

What (and whom) | need to bring to the meeting:

What | need to say at the meeting:

What | need to learn at the meeting:

What | need to do after the meeting (any “next steps”):

Other Notes and Reminders:

Adapted from presentation by Mike Zizzi at Upward Communications
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More Advocacy Tips.....

1. Document, document, document. Train yourself to take notes and keep copies of all forms of written communica-
tion. According to Pete Wright, of Wrightlaw.com “If it was not written down, it was not said. If it was not written
down, it did not happen.”

2. Keep a log of contacts, record pertinent information about each phone call or email including:

Date of Communication
Who
What

Response

Other information

3. Learning to negotiate is part of the process.
4. Ask lots of questions — listen to the answers.

5. Read before you sign.

From Emotlons
1o Advocacy ) ] ) ) i
e From Emotions to Advocacy ,The Special Education Survival Guide, by Pam and Pete

m Wright, Sample Letters and Logs
s W Checklists and Forms

A Parent's Guide to Special Education: Insider Advice on How to Navigate the
System and Help Your Child Succeed by Linda Wilmshurst and Alan Brue

A PARENT’S
GUIDE
SPECIAL

EDUCATION

“A good education is the next best
thing to a pushy mother."

Charles Schulz, cartoonist
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And if you have a little more time for advocacy.....

We would not have the statewide services we have--such as family support funding and Medicaid waivers--
were it not for the letter writing, phone calling, e-mailing and physical presence of parents and children with
disabilities at the state capitol. In recent years this advocacy has been directed towards maintaining the
level of services and funding already in place. Of course, the entire history of the disabilities movement has
depended on the actions of families--were it not for families thirty years ago most of our children would not
even be allowed in school today. It's hard not to take this right for granted and we all must continue to push
the system and make it work out of necessity on behalf of not only our child but those that will certainly fol-
low. Itisn't easy, even in this day and age. But when | have gone down to the state capitol, sometimes just
as a physical presence with my child, other times to testify, the legislators like us. They are interested in our
stories and they love to meet out kids. Just a note to your legislators (anytime), thanking them for their time
and commitment to us, with a picture of your child--will do wonders. To keep up on big issues subscribe to
Parent to Parent at P2P-CO@yahoogroups.com and you'll get alerts during the session which runs January
through May. Below are some tips provided by Kelly Stallman of Colorado for Family Voices--a woman and
an organization that has been advocating on behalf of our children for years. She can be contacted through
Family Voices at kelly@familyvoicesco.org For information on calling and writing legislators, check out P2P
at http://p2p-co.org/hot-topics/phoneleg.htm.  But really, they are very human and just a note of apprecia-
tion that you might write a friend can make an incredible difference--especially when an issue comes up that

will directly impact your child. And it will, maybe not this year but certainly
\

along the lifetime journey. --Karen Roberts, Family Specialist

Simple Directions

1. Go to www.votesmart.org, enter your 9 digit zip code and find out WHO are
your legislators - be sure to write the info in your address book, or somewhere handy.

2. Write down your story. The first time | always write it in DRAFT form, just to get all the issues OUT on
the table.

3. Then, if you're willing to share, let's you and I talk. We can see what the message is, find out if we need
more information, and then write a final draft.

4. After this, we are set for next steps. Depending on how much you want, or are able, to do - we can send
the letter, add a cover letter from Family Voices on policy, GO TO THE CAPITOL and meet your legisla-
tors, and if your testimony would be valuable to testimony, you could go to a specific Health Committee
and tell your story.

5. Trust me, testimony is intimidating, but it's important to know that legislators REALLY want to hear from
you. They CARE about your story. They WANT to do the right thing. They may not always agree on
what the right thing is, but they really want to do a good job for
families and society.

6. Lastly, USE ME! I'm delighted to help with anything and everything, and if you visit/testify, I'll be right
next to you! I'm happy to meet anyone, anytime! Let's make it happen!!!--Kelly Stallman
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Maintaining Your IEP Agenda:
Ten Child-Centered Planning Practices

By Tracy Gershwin Mueller, Ph.D.
Assistant Professor
University of Northern Colorado

Most educators and parents would agree that they come to the IEP table with the intent to discuss and
plan practices for the continued improvement for the students’ academic, social and behavioral needs.
Unfortunately, sometimes, this vision becomes lost. How does this happen? To put it very simply, there
are many issues that are formally and informally addressed during IEP meetings. According to the re-
cent IDEA reauthorization of 2004, each IEP must include information and discussion about the follow-
ing categories of information: 1) a statement of the child's present levels of academic achievement and
functional performance, 2) a statement of measurable annual goals including academic and functional
goals, 3) a description of how the child's progress toward meeting the annual goals will be measured and
when such reports will be provided to the educational team, 4) a statement of the special education,
related services and supplementary aides, based on peer-reviewed research to the extent practicable,
5) the child's inclusion/exclusion in educational activities with students who do not have disabilities, 6)
the projected dates of service initiation, frequency and duration, 7) state or district-wide assessment
modifications, and 8) appropriate post secondary goals and transition plan services, by age 16 (Wright,
P.W.D., 2004, pg. 29-31).

Typically, however this is not the only information that is covered during IEP meetings. Oftentimes
assessment results are reported and interpreted, along with discussion about any of the student's cog-
nitive and social behaviors at home, during non-instructional times at schools, and any relevant inci-
dents that may have developed at school or home. The aforementioned lengthy list of IEP components
is meant to be formally covered before anyone can sign the IEP document, but is it really all addressed
collectively as a feam with the students needs placed at the center of those decisions? My own experi-
ences at IEP meetings have shed a great deal of light on how IEP teams can lose their focus on child-
centered planning. It is important to note that I use the word child and stu-
- dent synonymously to represent students of all ages and abilities. Additionally,
my own definition of child-centered planning is the practice of placing the stu-
dent's needs at the forefront of all team discussions and decisions. Following
this framework, student strengths, experiences and the like are placed at the
center of team discussions concerning the student's educational, behavioral,
and social programming. For example, before a team would discuss the method,
frequency or duration of a given intervention, such as speech and language
therapy, the team would first chart all of the student's strengths, perceived
limitations, student goals, and family goals. Using this information as a guide,
the team would then evaluate the methods, frequency and duration options that could assist the stu-
dent with achieving their goals and closing the gap between their strengths and perceived limitations.
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Prior to providing any intervention suggestions, I think that it is important for both parents and educa-
tors to first gain an understanding of both sides to this dilemma. After all, without knowing how we
lose focus at IEP meetings we cannot really understand how to address the problem. Research on de-
terrents to parent advocacy indicates that one of the major obstacles parents experience at IEP
meetings is inflexible scheduling and restricted time limits (Harry, B., Allen, N., & McLaughlin, M.,
1995). Studies indicate IEP meeting are not planned or conducted in parent-friendly ways (Harry, B.,
Allen, N., & McLaughlin, M., 1995; Turnbull & Turnbull, 2001).

Parents are notified of IEP meetings as late as 2-3 days prior to the meetings with inflexible meeting
schedules that make it very difficult for parents to attend the meetings. Additionally, IEP meetings
are often conducted over a short time limit. Observations also indicate that parents who are allowed
more fime for the meeting come prepared with questions and concerns about their child's education.
Consequently, parents who do not actively participate in the meetings experience abrupt and concise
meetings. This finding indicates that those parents who openly challenge and engage in discussion with
school officials are more apt to receive a thorough meeting that allows more time for collaboration.
Parents also describe IEP meetings as document directed with the focus taking place over receiving
information and signing paperwork, rather than student-centered discussions.

Prior to providing any intervention suggestions, I think that it is important for both parents and educa-
tors to first gain an understanding of both sides to this dilemma. After all, without knowing how we
lose focus at IEP meetings we cannot really understand how to address the problem. Research on de-
terrents to parent advocacy indicates that one of the major obstacles parents experience at IEP
meetings is inflexible scheduling and restricted time limits (Harry, B., Allen, N., & McLaughlin, M.,
1995). Studies indicate IEP meeting are not planned or conducted in parent-friendly ways (Harry, B.,
Allen, N., & McLaughlin, M., 1995; Turnbull & Turnbull, 2001). Parents are notified of IEP meetings as
late as 2-3 days prior to the meetings with inflexible meeting schedules that make it very difficult for
parents to attend the meetings. Additionally, IEP meetings are often conducted over a short time
limit. Observations also indicate that parents who are allowed more time for the meeting come pre-
pared with questions and concerns about their child’'s education. Consequently, parents who do not ac-
tively participate in the meetings experience abrupt and concise meetings. This finding indicates that
those parents who openly challenge and engage in discussion with school officials are more apt to re-
ceive a thorough meeting that allows more time for collaboration. Parents also describe IEP meetings
as document directed with the focus taking place over receiving information and signing paperwork,
rather than student-centered discussions.

Looking at this dilemma from a special educator’'s perspective, school personnel are often placed in dif-
ficult situations at IEP meetings. Teachers face the obstacle of providing social services to their stu-
dents (i.e. providing an education), while representing the local policies (i.e. legal mandates) (Weatherly
& Lipsky, 1977). In the case of special education, where the IDEA has such a great influence, these
teachers are inadvertently wedged into a predicament. The required IEP components, enormous
amount of paperwork, large case-load of students, and a lack of educational support place many special
educators at odds between the district they work for and the children and parents they serve. Al-
though the TEP components are clearly important to the student’s education, the formal requirements
can get in the way of the cooperative planning that was originally intended during the construction of
IDEA. The recent IDEA reauthorization (2004) has also attempted to address these constraints.
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Knowing that both sides of the table have unique experiences with the IEP process and the special
education system at large, there are many strategies each stakeholder can employ to assure that
they don't lose the child-centered focus. In this next section, I will present some proactive stu-
dent-centered strategies both parents and educators can employ. The ideas presented come from
special education literature, research, my own professional experiences, as well as parent and pro-
fessional tips I have received over the years. For the purpose of accessibility and efficiency, I
will present the next section by listing the strategies along with a brief description of the proce-
dures and purpose:

1. Conduct Pre-IEP Meetings. Parents and educators can discuss the child's yearly progress, as-
sessment results, upcoming events and the parents emerging goals for the student in the home,
school, and community at least one or two weeks prior to the IEP meeting. At this time, the fwo
parties can come together to discuss their own goals for the upcoming meeting and any issues that
can be discussed ahead of time.

2. Obtain Assessment Results Prior to the IEP Meeting. Parents can request, in writing, that
each member of the IEP tfeam provide them with any assessment results one to two weeks prior o
the meeting. Not only does this strategy allow parents time to reflect on the information pro-
vided and plan ahead, it also makes room for more active team discussions about what to do with
the results during the IEP meefting.

3. Set Goals for the IEP Meeting. Prior to the IEP meeting, the educators can call, meet or
email all of the stakeholders who will be attending the meeting and ask them to state their goals
for the meeting. Upon arriving to the meeting, the goals from all of the participants should be
posted throughout the room for the others fo view and to maintain focus.

4. Display Student Memoirs. If the student is not present at the meeting, bring a picture of the
student and place it at the center of the table, as well as work samples, or any artifacts that
represents the student. This strategy includes the student's presence and brings the meeting
back to child-centered planning.

5. Actively Include the Student. Students who attend their IEP meetings can become actively
involved by working with their teachers to facilitate their own IEP meeting. Because student at-
tendance at IEP meetings can easily result in the student passively attending, specific plans need
to be made to promote the students' engagement. One effective example I have seen used with
this strategy included students’ presenting their IEPs in power point form. With the availability
of adaptive equipment and assistive technology, students of all abilities can successfully perform
this task. The purpose and goal of this practice is to provide the students with an empowering
way to learn self-determinism, autonomy, and to keep the focus on their work.

6. Create a Meeting Schedule: Team members can collectively create a schedule prior to the
meeting to assure that all important issues are addressed and to maintain focus.
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7. Implement an IEP ‘Parking Lot”: I first became introduced to this strategy from a school dis-
trict that implemented facilitated IEPs as a means to resolve conflicts between parents and school
personnel. Because the district recognized that often times IEP meetings can result in a loss of focus
and a lengthy discussion over an issue unrelated o the task at hand, the district implemented a
“parking lot." Quite simply, a large piece of paper, labeled parking lot, is posted in the room and used to
document any comments or issues that come up during the meeting and are identified as off fopic. Es-
sentially, the parking lot strategy acknowledges the issues presented and promises to return o those
concerns at a later date. Simultaneously, the meeting maintains it's focus, all feam members' concerns
are validated and relationship issues are not constrained.

8. Create a Student Needs Chart: Team members can create a chart with the student's name placed
in the center. Surrounding the chart, the team could explicitly discuss and document the student's
strengths, perceived limitations, previous goals attained, and present levels of academic achievement
and functional performance. Based on this information, the feam can discuss where they would like the
student to proceed by including both short and long-term goals in the following areas: academics, social,
and behavioral in the home, school, and community. Next, the team would actively plan how they could
assist the student with attaining the goals. Finally the details surrounding the action plan would be dis-
cussed, such as inferventions, duration, frequency, etc. This practice is the opposite of the typical
meetings that begin with the services the student is receiving. The difference here it that the focus
always stays on the student.

9. Plan Ahead: Parents can plan for the IEP ahead of time by creating a list of any goals, questions,
and concerns they would like to discuss. The pre-planning not only assists the parents with creating
their own mental picture of what they would like to achieve during the meeting, it also gives them an
outlet to practice active team participation.

10. Always Refer Back to the Student: Any discussions and decisions should always go right back to
the student and their needs. Continuously ask questions, such as, How can this help the student? What
does the student really need? Is this really beneficial to the student's optimal growth?

Finally, parents and district members should always try to understand each others' perspectives, vi-
sions and experiences.
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